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WHAT WORKS FOR SEXUAL OFFENDERS? 

 
Question:  Do the principles of effective 
intervention for general offenders also apply 
to treatments for sexual offenders? 
 
Background:  Although there is general 
agreement that certain forms of intervention 
can effectively reduce the recidivism rates of 
general offenders, there is less agreement 
about the effectiveness of treatment for 
sexual offenders. Sex offenders are often 
considered to have unique characteristics 
(e.g., sexual deviance), which may be 
particularly hard to change or manage. 
 
For general offenders, the interventions that 
have proved to be the most successful are 
those that follow the principles of risk, need 
and responsivity (RNR). The risk principle 
states that the most resources should be 
directed to the offenders with the highest 
risk of recidivism, with little or no 
interventions for the lowest risk offenders. 
The need principle directs intervention 
toward factors related to recidivism risk 
(criminogenic needs), and the responsivity 
principle tells treatment providers to adapt 
interventions to the personal learning style 
of the offenders. 
 
The validity of the RNR principles for 
general offenders has been documented in a 
large number of studies and reviews. 
Previous reviews of the sexual offender  

treatment studies have noted different results 
for different treatments. The current review 
examined the extent to which this variation 
in treatment outcome can be explained by 
adherence to the RNR principles.  
 
Method:  A thorough review of the sexual 
offender treatment literature was conducted, 
identifying 23 studies that met basic criteria 
for research quality. The effectiveness of 
treatment was measured by comparing the 
recidivism rates of treated and untreated 
offenders. Each treatment was then coded by 
an independent, impartial rater as to the 
extent to which it adhered to the RNR 
principles.  
 
Answer:  Across all treatments, the 
recidivism rates for the treated offenders 
was lower than the rates for the comparison 
groups for both sexual recidivism (11% 
versus 19%, sample size of 6,746) and 
general recidivism (32% versus 48%, 
sample size of 4,801). 
 
The treatments that were most effective 
were those that adhered to the RNR 
principles of effective corrections. On 
average, the treatments that followed all 
three principles showed recidivism rates that 
were less than half the recidivism rates for 
the comparison groups. In contrast, the  
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ASSESSING THE RISK OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
OFFENDERS 

 
Question:  How can we assess risk for 
reoffending among domestic violence 
offenders? 
 
Background:  Domestic violence is an 
offence that causes considerable public 
concern. Additionally, domestic violence 
offenders constitute a meaningful proportion 
in prison and on community supervision 
(e.g., probation). Assessing their risk for 
reoffending has important implications for 
public safety and for the offender. 
 
There has been considerable research over 
the past 20 years on which factors predict 
reoffending for domestic violence offenders 
(e.g., substance abuse). There has also been 
several risk instruments developed 
specifically to predict domestic violence 
reoffending. Risk assessment tools can be 
helpful at many stages in the criminal justice 
system, such as decisions about whether to 
grant release into the community (e.g., bail 
or parole), levels and conditions of 
supervision (e.g., how closely the offender is 
monitored, or whether to prohibit contact 
with the victim), and even length or type of 
sentence. 
 
Method:  To examine domestic violence 
risk assessment, we reviewed the most 
researched risk instrument for domestic 
violence: The Spousal Assault Risk 
Assessment guide (SARA). The SARA was 
developed in Canada and is the most 

common risk tool for domestic violence 
offenders used in at least 15 countries and 
translated into 10 languages. The SARA has 
20 items that are related to domestic 
violence offending. Based on the offender’s 
score on these items, the risk evaluator 
makes an overall judgement about whether 
the offender poses a low, moderate, or high 
risk to reoffend violently towards their 
partner, as well as towards others. 
 
Answer:  Although it could benefit from 
further research and development, the 
SARA is a useful risk scale for domestic 
violence offenders. The 20 items considered 
in the SARA are generally supported by 
research, although some items have stronger 
support than others. It has a helpful coding 
manual to guide evaluators on the 
information they need, how to score the 
items, and how to interpret the SARA 
appropriately.  
 
There have been 10 studies testing the 
SARA, mostly from Canada, but also from 
the United States, Spain, and Sweden. These 
studies suggest that the SARA is moderately 
accurate at predicting which offenders are 
more likely to reoffend with a domestic 
violence offence. The SARA appears to 
predict reoffending in diverse samples, such 
as offenders released from prison or on 
community supervision, as well as mentally 
disordered offenders. Many of these studies 
included some non-Caucasian offenders, but 
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did not specifically examine how well the 
SARA works with minority offenders. It has 
not been tested with female offenders or 
juvenile offenders. 
 
The SARA predicts reoffending similarly to 
most of the other tools specifically designed 
for domestic violence offenders. One 
advantage of the SARA, however, is that it 
has more research support than other scales, 
so evaluators can use it knowing that it has 
been validated with diverse groups of 
offenders. Although domestic violence risk 
scales seem to do a similar job at predicting 
recidivism, there are other risk scales 
designed for violent offenders (e.g., the 
Violence Risk Appraisal Guide) or general 
offenders (e.g., the Level of Service 
instruments) that may predict recidivism 
slightly better than the domestic violence 
scales. This suggests that optimal risk 
assessment should consider what makes 
domestic violence offenders similar to other 
offenders as well as what makes them a 
unique group. 
 
Another important finding is that any risk 
assessment (using the SARA or any other 
instrument) that could negatively impact an  
offender should be completed by a properly 
trained evaluator who has access to 
relatively comprehensive information and is 
aware of the strengths and limitations of the 
risk tool being used. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Policy Implications: 
 
1. The SARA is a defensible method for 

evaluating the risk of domestic violence 
offenders. It can help inform 
correctional decisions (e.g., bail, 
sentencing, treatment, parole, 
community supervision) in a way that 
can enhance the protection of the public 
while also applying the least restrictive 
sanction for the offender.  
 

2. Although the SARA has more research 
support than other domestic violence 
risk tools, it has not been tested with 
female domestic violence offenders, or 
with Aboriginal offenders. This means 
that practitioners in the criminal justice 
system should exercise caution when 
evaluating the risk of these groups.     
 

3. Although it is useful to have risk 
assessment tools like the SARA 
specifically designed for domestic 
violence offenders, these tools should 
complement risk assessment methods 
used for general offenders, rather than 
replace them.  

 

Source:  Helmus, L., & Bourgon, G. (2011). 
Taking stock of 15 years of research on the 
Spousal Assault Risk Assessment Guide 
(SARA): A critical review. International Journal 
of Forensic Mental Health, 10, 64-75.  
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